UNRULY FAMILY
was quite impossible for the father to condone. Some time in
1784 the Prince made the acquaintance of a certain Mrs Fitzherbert,
a lady of considerable personal charm, who had already been
twice widowed; and the attentions which he danced upon her
in her home in Park Street were soon the chief item of gossip in
London's fashionable drawing-rooms. The Prince's friends,
knowing that she was a Catholic and that he was reckless in his
proposals of marriage, advised him to be careful not to involve
himself too far with tie lady: no great damage would be done
if he * kept' her as his mistress, but under no consideration must
he marry her, because by the Act of Settlement the Heir to the
Throne, unless he forewent his ^rights to the Succession, was pro-
hibited from marrying a Catholic. To avoid the persistent
proposals of the Prince the lady went abroad; but when he wrote
protesting that he could not live without her she returned; and
in December 1785 they were married. It was all done very
secretly; but as is often the case with secrets the truth leaked out,
and caused a great sensation in Town. The Heir to the Throne
married to a Commoner and a Catholic! It was preposterous.
The marriage was kept a secret from his political friends—indeed
there is every reason to suppose that the Prince even denied to
Fox that he was married; for when the matter was raised in the
House of Commons * dear Charles' rose in his place to protest
that it was nothing more or less than a piece of idle gossip, and
he spoke in a way which left the impression on the Members that
the Prince had authorized him to make the public denial. Many
were still unconvinced; and the rumour gathered force when the
couple were seen everywhere together, and it was known that
Mrs Fitzherbert was treated as though she was the lawful mistress
of Carlton House and a recognized leader in Brighton's Society
when they removed there—to economize, so the Prince said—
in 1786.
If there was an element of doubt about the marriage there was
none about the hopeless state of the Prince's finances. He was in
debt everywhere; and his father roundly refused to assist him
until he would give an undertaking to amend his ways. In 1787,
however, Parliament voted £160,000 for the purpose of paying
die Prince's debts, and increased his income by £10,000 a yeax;
but five years later the scandal was revived, when it was known
that not only did the Prince owe his creditors something like
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